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CHAPl'ER I

INTRODUCTION
Numerous reasons have been presented to explain
the submerged status of the Negro in the United States. 1
Many white historians during the colonial period referred to the Negro's racial and cultural 1nfer1or1ty. 2
Seeking justification for slavery and the doctrine ot
white superiority they regarded Atr1oa--the original
homeland of the Negro--as a place of oultureless savagery.3
Typical of the expressions of this period was
one made by Jared Sparks, historian, college professor
and later president ot Harvard College.
1824 concerning colonization, he said:
tice, human1 ty

and

Writing 1n
"Whatever jus-

kindness we may feel toward them

1 charles H. Wesley, "The Concept ot Negro Inf erior1 ty 1n American Thought,• Journal of' Negro History:,
XXV, January, 194o, p. S40 (Hereafter this Journal will
be cited as J, N, H.).
2 Ibid. See also Ina

a Democracy,

11.

c.

Brown,

Hage

Relations

3ounnar Myrdal, An American D11emma, 753.

in

2

[]fegroe~ , we cannot help considering them and treating
them as our inferiors.• 4
These opinions became a tradition, fixed and
unchanging among many white scholars.S

Consider, for

example, statements of Lothrop Stoddard, a prominent
social scientist, regarding the lack of culture 1n
Africa:

• • • To begin with, the black peoples have
no historic past. Never having evolved civilizations ot their own, they are practically
devoid of that aoeumula~ed mass of beliefs,
thoughts, and experiences wh1oh render Asiatics so impenetrable and so hostile to white
influences • • • • Left to himself, he U;he
Negro] remained a savage, and in the past his
only quickening has been where brown men have
imposed their ideas and altered his blood.
The originating powers of the European and
the Asiatic are not 1n him.
The black raoe has never shown real constructive power. It has never built up a native
oivilization. The Negro is a facile, even
eager, imitator; but there he stops. He
adopts, but he does not adapt, assimilate,
and g1 ve torth orea tively again • • • •
Unless, then every lesson of history is to be
disregarded, we must conclude that black Africa is unable to stand alone.6
4wesley,

J_ N H., XXV, 546.
9

5charles H. Wesley, "Resurgence 1n Africa's
Historical Tradition and the American Reaction,"~
Negr~ History Bulletin, XXIV, January, 1961, 81 .e,i.
Hereafter this bulletin will be cited as N, H, ».)
Myrdal, op. oit., 751; Melville J. Herskovits,~
MYth ot the Negro Past, 1.

-™·

91-102.

6Lothrop Stoddard, The Rising Tide

of Color,

This traditional view of Atrioan history and
oulture received various attacks by Negro historians
during the early deoades of the nineteenth century.7

In refuting the claims of these white historians, they
maintained that the status of the Negro was not so
much a matter of cultural differences as raoe prejudice.8

They insisted, still further, that the disre-

gard and omission of the African people from history's
aoootmts contributed to the tradition and also to the
dilemma oreated by differences 1n cu1ture and color.
The proper solution, they felt, was the re-education
of both Negro and white.9

Thus an effort was made to
discover a cultural tradition for American Negroes. 10
The fruits of their work have been the object
of much criticism.

Objecting to their interpretations,

7Helen Boardman, "The Rise of the Negro Histori-

ans," The Negro Historx Bulletin, VIII, April, 1945, p.
148; Ulysses Lee, "The A. S. N. L. H., The Journal. of
Negro History and American Scholarly Interest 1n Africa,•
Prfsence Afr1oa1ne tor 1958, p. 402; Myrdal, op, cit.,
750-751.
It must be noted that the traditional view of
Africa has not received the support of all white historians.)
8cbarles Wesley, "The Reconstruction of History,"
J, N, H., XX, October, 1935, 420.

N, H,

9aarter Woodson, •Negro Historians of Our Time,"
B., VIII, 156.
lOMyrdal, op, cit., 751.

4

various historians point to distortions and overstatements regarding African life. 11
Being generally without elaborate formal training in history or historical methodology, their products were rather crude in style and poor in quality and
documentation. 12
It was not until the appearance of Negro professional historians that this historiography take on
the character of a schol.arly crusade to uncover for
the Negro a creditable past. 13
Trained in some of the leading colleges and
universities of the nation and acutely aware of the
scientific arguments then in vogue, regarding superior
races, these Negro scholars sought to refute the theories of white supremacy.14
The movement to re-examine the Negro's African

llEarl E. Thorpe, Negro Historians 1n the
United States, p. 16; Vernon E. Loggins, The Negro
Author, 258.
12 Ib1d.; Woodson,

N, H, B., VIII, 155;
Lawrence Reddick, "A New Interpretation for Negro
History-~• J, N, H., XXII, January, 1937, 20.
13 Thorpe, op, cit., p. 52; Lee, loo, cit.,
p. 402; Myrdal, op, cit., 751.
14Thorpe, op,

oit., p. 53.

5
heritage dates from w. E. B. Dubois' trailblazing 1903
study, The Sou1s of Blaok Folk. 1 5
Tracing the ancestry of the Amer1oan Negro to
the African continent, Negro professional historians
have compiled an enoI'l!OlS

of 11 tera ture dealing
with all aspects of African life. 16
body

Throughout the course of their writings, their
position, regarding Africa, has been thus:

Atrioa has

a history and she has made a substantial contribution
to cultural progress and c~vil1zat1on. 17
The acceleration of integration 1n the United
States, the swift rise of independence movements
throughout Blaok Africa, and the reappraisal of African cultural artifacts have given rise to a reconsideration of the Negro and likewise to a resurgence of
interest in the African historical tradition.

Old

viewpoints are being revived and new ones are being
formea. 18
1 .5iiatbaniel Weyl, The Negro 1n American c1v111zat1on, p. 139; Rayford Logan, "The American Negro's
View of Africa,• Presenge Atricaine for 1958, 219;
Adelaide C. Hill, "African Studies Programs in the
United St ates," Pr~senoe Atr1ca1ne for 19.58, p. 362.
16norothy B. Porter, •A Bibliographic Checklist of American Negro Writers About Africa,• Presence Africaine for 1958, p. 381.
17wesley,
18weyl,

N, H,

B., XXIV, 85 ff.

op. ou.,

ix; Wesley,

loo, cit., 81.

6

In light of these developments, various white
historians have experienced a change 1n convictions
regarding the lack of culture in Africa. 19
Yet, there are those who still cling tenaciously
to the old idea.

The continuance of this view regarding

African history is seen in the words of Arnold Toynbee,
a prominent white historian:
The black races alone have not contributed
positively to any civil1zation--as yet. l}Ie
also adds, in reference to the enforced transfer of Africans to the United States,] The
Negroes• primitive social heritage was of so
frail a texture that save for a few threads,
it was scattered to the winds on the impact
of our Western Civilization. Thus he came to
America spiritually naked; and he's met the
emergency by covering his nakedness with his
enslaver's cast-otf clothes.20
Not only do these historians and other social
scientists deny the existence of African history and
culture but they voice grave criticism against the
19For some evidence of this point, see Charles
H. Wesley, "The Concept of Negro Inferiority in American Thought," The Journal of Negro History, rn, January, 1940, 540-560; see also, Henry Com.mager, ~
American Mind, p. 179, for the change 1n viewpoint by
southern historians regarding the Negro. It 1s also
reflected 1n recent writings of other social scientists.
Edward Reuter, The American Race Problem, portrays a
more liberal and nearly warm treatment of the Negro.

20A Study or History, III, 54.

He expresses
the same idea 1n The Associated Dispatch, Houston Post,
June 4, 1961.

7
body of literature produced by many Negro professional
21
historians relative to the African background.
They contend that the cultural history of Negro
Africa is often treated by Negro professional historians not as a field for objective historic inquiry but

as an arena in which there has been a definite distortion 1n the emphasis and the perspective given the
facts. 22
That the interpretation given African History
by Negro professional historians differs very little
from that of their untrained predecessors of the nineteenth century.

Case proving and cause serving of a

racial nature have comprised the major aims of their
literary efforts. 23

Seeking a favorable past upon

which he might base his claims for equality 1n America
and a stimulus by which he might inspire his race, the
Negro professional historian has sought identification

21weyl, op. cit., p. 139; Myrdal, op, cit.,
752; Thorpe, op, cit., 151 ff.
22

Weyl, The Negro 1n American Civilization.
It is interesting to note that some of these
charges have been brought against this body of literature by other Negro professional historians. See
John H. Franklin, "New Prospectives 1n American Negro
History," Social Education, XIV, May, 1950, 196.

139.

2

3Thorpe, Negro Historians in tbe United

States, 151-155.

8

with the African continent at various stages in its
national growth. 24
The literary efforts of Negro professional historians in the area of African history and culture reflect~ 1n a general way, a la.ck of objectivity that
characterizes much or their research relating to the
Negro. 2 5
Thus, they conclude, that the treatment, scope
and perspective 1n which the African background was
conceived by Negro professional historians was of suoh
nature, that it poses serious speculation as to its
contribution to historical scholarship. 26
However, 1n reaffirming their positions regarding the African background, Negro professional historians deny these charges, insisting that the initial and
primary concern of their scholarly efforts have consistently been in serving the cause ot African historical
27
truth.
24John G. Van Deusen, The Blac;k Man in Whit~
America, pp. 333-334.
25Ib1d., p. 285; See also Reddick, J
9
XXII, 17-28.
26 Thorpe, op. cit., 155-156.
Science Research Council, Theory and

torical study, 73-74.

27Wesley, N9 H9 B., XXIV, 81

N. H.,

See also Social
1n His-

Practice
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Statement of Problem
The cont1nU1ng conflict between Negro and white
professional historians regarding the scholarly efforts
of the former when writing about the African background
presents the problem of this study.

Has the research

by Negro professional historians in reference to the
African background been scholarly efficient and has it
rested upon sound principles of interpretation?

Have

they geared their arguments toward the intellectual
climate of the age?
Purpose
The purpose of this study will be to discover
the role of the African background in the writings of
Negro professional historians.

It seeks to examine

the interpretations and treatment accorded the African
by Negro professional historians for possible indications of their adherence to the intellectual processes
of Historiography.

This study is further designed to

reveal the relationship between the responses of the
historians and the intellectual ideas of the age 1n
which they appear.

It is in this latter consideration

that this study differentiates itself from related
ones.

The writer endeavors to set the arguments of

the scholars, under consideration, 1n the intellectual
perspective of the age.

l.0
In its finest points, this study seeks to
answer the fol.l.owing questions:
l.

What el.ements have Negro professional. historians considered when referring to the
African background?

2.

How have they utilized these el.ements?

J.

Why

4.

What

5.

Do they respond to the intel.l.eotual

were these el.ements significant to
them?

factors and forces have influenced
their concepts regarding the Af rican
background?
discipl.ine of the age?
Scope

This study will. be confined to those professional.
Negro historians who received their training at reputable
institutions and who are at present or were previously
engaged 1n historical research.
It does not include all of the works of these
scholars on this subject.

It includes only a represen-

tative sampling of their major works.
The dates encompassed 1n this study are 1903 to
the present.

The date, 1903, marks the publication of

the first historical work treating the African background
by a professional Negro historian.
Method
The method employed 1n this study was predominantly chronological. However, it was necessary, 1n

11

various instanoes, to combine the topical method with
the chronological for the sake of coherence and due
to the ideological nature of the study.
Sources
The sources used in this study included only
a representative sampling of the major works of Negro
professional historians that made reference to the
Afrioan background and those of reputable scholars 1n
the allied sciences.

Other secondary sources dealing

with the development of Historiography 1n America were
used also.
Definition of Terms
African Background--Any aspect of the African
Continent as discussed by the scholars 1n this study.
Civil1zat1on--In this study, civilization shall
be defined in what ever way the scholars under consideration define it.
Culture--As used 1n this study, culture shall
be defined in what ever way the scholars 1n the study
define 1t.
Intellectual History--Those most general ideas,
or patterns of ideas which inform thought of an age.
It includes the discovery, analysis, and comprehension
of the ideas which affect the thoughts and actions of
thinking men.

12

Negro Professional Historians--Those Negro his-

torians who reoeived their training at reputable institutions of learning.
Raoe will be defined in this study according
to the way the scholars define it in their discussion.
Resurgence--A rising again into life.
Reputable Institution--An institution with a
department of History where one may reoeive training
in the method of historical research.
Role--A part or character taken by an actor;
hence any assumed character or function.
Tradition--A body of beliefs and usages handed
down from generation to generation.
Hypothesis
The writer feels that the role of the

frioan

background in the writings of Negro professional historians from 1903 to the present has primarily been
that of social utility.
Various Negro professional historians have used
the data relating to Africa to combat anti-Negro propaganda, to improve Negro-white relationships and to inspire other members of the race to greater achievement.
In doing so, they have selected and arranged the data
in such a way as to emphasize the more positive aspects

13
of African lite.

This treatment and perspective have

led to a distorted and unrealistic view of life as it
actually is.
Intense preoccupation with the racial issue
has prevented the subordination of personal motivations
in the sake of a broader perspective.
This inability to emancipate their personal
motivations from the data when writing about the tfrican background shows evidence of not using the critical
tools of historical scholarship and writing in an emotionally charged situation.
However, the writer also feels that there is
a growing tendency among contemporary Negro professional
historians to direct and advance their research regarding African history and culture according to the canons
of scholarship and scientific investigation as Africa
gains status in scholarship and in world position.
The writer further contends that the arguments
presented by Negro professional historians have remained
bas1eally the same.

This has oceurred throughout the

course of the dispute with white historians.

The response

merely shifts with the intellectual discipline of the age.
It assumes the language and jargon of the reigning theory
of the period in which it appears.

The emergence of a

new discipline simply means a new tool by which the

14
argument can be proved.

Such has been the evolution

of ideas surrounding the African background by Negro
professional historians.

CMP~RII
THE THEOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS
The doctrine of the Negro's inherent inferiority holds that throughout history, whether in Africa
or elsewhere, the Negroes have never developed a real
civilization or higher culture; that the contribution
of outstanding Negroes in science, art and literature
is slight; and that the achievements which have occurred
are mainly in athletics, music, and poetry which make it
all the more probable that inherent race differences do
exist.

According to this argument from cultural history,
the Negro is a man without a past. 1
Early references to Negro inferiority by white

historians begin with citations to Africa and the Africans, because Negroes are first seen in connection with
the African slave trade. 2
The people of the English colonies were influenced by the opinions of travelers and traders in
slaves, who bad visited .Africa since they themselves
1Maurice Davis, Negroes 1n American Society,
347; Herskovits, op. cit., l.
2wesley, J, N, H.,

15

x:x:.v, 541;

Myrdal,

op. cit., 97.

16
had few contacts at first with Negroes.
Descriptions of hideous conditions in Africa,
included barbaric

practices, tribal warfare, slavery,

backward stages ot religion, a laok of art or government and in fact, a general lack of culture.
Thus, when referring to Negro inferiority,
many white historians during the early days of the
colonial period, spoke of his social heritage.
The idea of physical differences did, to be
sure, receive some attention.

However, when the Negro

was first enslaved, his subjugation was not justified
in terms of his biological inferiority.
Prior to the influences of the enlightment,
human servitude was taken as a much more unquestioned
element in the existing order of economic classes and
social estates, since this way of thinking was taken
over from feudal and post-feudal Europe.3
The historical literature on this early period
also records that the imported Negroes--and the captured
Indians--originally were kept in much the same status
as the white indentured servants.

'When later the

Negroes gradually were pushed down into chattel slavery
while the white servants were allowed to work off their
bond, the need was felt, 1n this Christian country, for
3Merl curti, The

Growth of American Thought, 4-6.

17
some kind of justification above mere economic expediency and the might of the strong.

The arguments called

forth by this need were, however, for a time not biological in character, although they later easily
emerged into the dogma of natural 1nequality. 4
The arguments were broadly these:

that the

Negro was a heathen and a barbarian, an outcast among
the people of the earth, a descendant of Noah's son
Ham, cursed by God Himself and doomed to be a servant
forever on account of an ancient sin.

This Biblical

argument was advanced by many writers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Flourney, wrote,
the African

An Essay on the

In 1835, J. Jacobus

Origin

and

Habits

of

Race, advancing the Biblical argument.S

According to Flourney,

Ham and

his descendants, who

were Negroes, were cursed for scoffing at his father.
This punishment separated them from the families of'
Shem and Japheth.

Flourney went farther moreover, and

argued that Christ had not intended that they should
be called "brethen," for if He bad, they woul.d have
fostered amalgamation.

The original men were either

~yrdal, op, cit., 87.

on
the or1g1n, Habits, eto,, ot the African Raoe, Ino1denta1 to the Prope~t;y ot Haying Nothing to po With
5The full title of this work was An Essay

Negroes, New York,

-10 as found in J. N. H., XXV, 548.

18
white or red, and blaok was a degeneration from the
standard color. 6
Justification of Negro inferiority by the use
of the Biblioal scriptures is understandable as this
age was an intensely religious one and religious assumptions underlay muoh of its thinking. 7
The dogma of racial inequality may, in a sense
be regarded as a strange fruit of the Enlightment.

The

word "raoe" itself is actually not yet two hundred years
old. 8
The body of literature produced by Negro writers
prior to the nineteenth century was very small.

Of this

amount very little may be oalled history.9
However by 1840, the movement for the abolition
of slavery was being felt in every section of the United
States. 10 The mightiest struggle 1n American history
was definitely begun, not to end until the slave was
completely emancipated.

The main thought of the age,

6Ib1d., This work give a detailed 11st of the

white scholars of the period who supported the Biblical argument.
7curt1, op. 01t., 18-24.

op. cit., 89.
9Thorpe, op. cit., p. 18.
10Logg1ns, op. cit., 127.
Br1,rdal,

19
becoming more and more fermented as the crisis ot the
Civil War was approached, centered about one subject-the destiny of the Negro.

Under whatever disguises

the great controversial issues of the day appeared
before the public, whether they were social, political,
economic, or religious, the place of the blacks 1n
11

American life was usually the real theme of discussion.

The Negro was by no means passive in the stormy
conflict which was being waged about him.

It is, 1n

this conflict, that we find the explanation of the rise
and progress of the Negro historian and for his interest
1n

the African background.

12

In fact, the beginnings of

American Negro scholarship are intimately bound up with
Africa.

13 Most of the earlier Negro historians were

editors, ministers, teachers and agitators tor the abolition of slavery and for the recognition of the Negroes
as citizens.

13

A close examination of the works of these writers

concerning Africa revealed a tendency to select arguments
from theology in defense of their positions.
11Loggins, Ibid.
12Boardman,
1 3Lee,

N.

H.B., VIII, 148.

loo. cit.,

1 4woodson,

N.

401.

H.B., VIII,

155.

20
In so doing, they followed the course taken by
the white historians of the period.

They turned to

Biblical scriptures for explanation of the Negro's
status 1n Amerioa.

Thus, they, too, reflected in their

works the reigning theories of the age.
The first of these writers, Robert B. Lewis,
was a Bostonian of mixed Negro and Indian anoestry.15
Lewis attempted to trace the geneology of the Negro to
16
Af rioa 1n his work entitled, Light and Truth.
Published 1n 1836, he gives the Biblical version of Creation
stating that the people of Egypt and Ethiopia were descendants of Noah and Ham.
the land of Ethiopia. 1 7

The history of man begins in

Many c1v111zations of antiquity

were off-shoots of Ethiopian civilization and many outstanding personalities of antiquity were Negroes.

In-

cluded in this class1f1oat1on were such outstand.1.ng individuals as Solon, Plato, Hannibal, Pompey, Epictetus,
Homer and Euclid. 18
1 .5very little 1s known of the early life of
this writer. Quoting Thorpe, op. cit., 20; Loggins,
op, cit., 93.

16The full title of this work was Light and

Truth, Qolleoted trom the Bible and, Anoient and Modern
History, conta1n1,ng the Universal History of the Colored and the Indian Raoes, from the creation ot the
World to the Present Time.
1 7Ib1d .. , 8-16.
18 Ib1d ..

21

In 1837, Hosea Easton, a minister, pub1ished
A

Treatise. 1 9 Pointing to the black man's cultural

past 1n Egypt and Ethiopia, he traces the progress of
Afrioan civilization from Noah to the year 991.

He

declared that,
• • • the European branch of Japheth's family
have but very little claim to the rank of civilized nations • • • • the F.gyptians have done
more to cultivate the improvements as comport
to the happiness of mankind than a~n the descendants of Japheth put together.
Another example ot a Negro writer seeking identification with the Afr1oan Continent is that of James

c.

Pennington.

Once a plantation slave, he escaped to

New York and became eventually pastor of a church, an
abolition leader and an active worker on the underground
railroad.

He obtained part of his education at Yale

University, where he was rejected as a student because
of his race, but was allowed to stand and listen at the
doors of classrooms.

He became the tirst Negro to re-

ceive the degree of Doctor of Divinity from any European University.
Heidelburg. 21

Being awarded by the Un1ver1sty of

19 The full title is A Treatise on the Intel-

lectual Character and Civil and, Political Qond1t1on of
Coloured People ot the United states, and the Pre1ud1oe
Exercised toward Them.
2 0ib1d., 26.
21 Thorpe, op.

cit., 21-22; Boardman, lie He B.
cit., 196.

VIII, 149, Loggins, 9Pe

22

In his Cathechism published in 1841, he tried
to identify the Negro with Africa.

Beginning with

Noah and his family, he recounts the achievements of
Negroes in ancient history.
as:

It poses such questions

"Who are the colored people and whence do they

come?"; "Wbat can be said of the degradation of a
people once so highly favored?"

Again he points to

the great achievements of the Ethiopians and how their
civilization was destroyed by European white. 22
In 1863, William

.Hmi:3

w.

Brown published

The Blaok

An abol1t1on1st, he delivered many lectures

against slavery.

24

Like most of the Negro historians

he points up the fact that "the Negro has not always
been considered the inferior race," and continues: "the
time was when he stood at the head of science and literature.n25

He pointed to the great civilizations of

Egypt and Ethiopia of which the Negroes descended.
Next, followed biographical sketches of fifty Negroes
22 Ibid.

His

23The full title of this work is The B1aok Map!
Anteoedents, His Genius, and His Achievements.

24
Loggins, op,
2

~rown,

oit., 149.

op. oit.,

32.

23
who had gained prominence such as Desal1nes, Alexandre
Dumas, Henri Christophe, and Nat Turner.26
The Biblical argument may again be seen in the
works of George w. Williams. 2 7 This historian attended
Harvard University and later became a theology student
at Newton Theological Seminary. 28
In the first Chapter, "The Unity of Mankind,•
he recounts the story of creation as recorded in the
Book of Genesis, 1n an effort to prove that all mankind springs from •one flesh, one blood."

He speaks

of the Negro in antiquity, of the Ashanti Empire,
Sierra Leone, and the Kingdoms of Benin and Liberia.

29

Using the Bible as their chief source of information, and documenting very rarely, these writers
before 1900, had no deep appreciation of what the word
"scientist" meant as applied to historians.

George

w.

Williams is the great exception to most of these generalizations.
26 Ibid., see first Chapter of his work. This
same idea is expressed in another of his works,~
Rising Son or The Antecedents and Advancement of the
Colored Race, 21-30.
27 History ot the Negro Race 1n America
1619 to 1880; Two volumes in one.
28Tborpe, op,

cit., JO.

29Will1ams, op, oit., 109.

from
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In estimating the work of these ear1y writers,
however, it is a fair thing to consider the special
d1ff1cu1ties under whioh they labored.

Many American

colleges • • • refused them admission even in New
England.JO
To be sure this ear1y group of historians was
not reacting against any large body of so-ca1led scientific historical literature which was prejudicial
against the race.

They appear to have been motivated

mainly with a desire to refute the prejudicial teachings of the Slavocracy, and to justify their claims of
equality.

20.

JOBoardman,

N, H,

B., VIII,

149;

Thorpe,

op, oit.,

CHAPTER III
THE BIOLOGICAL CHALLENGE
The years following Reconstruction and particularly those leading into the twentieth century witnessed
a transitional shift in idealogical assumptions.

Biol-

ogy and ethnology were increasingly supplanting theology
as the chief means of intellectual self-expression. 1
The impact of science and above all of the new
biology of Darwin and his disciples profoundl.y altered
ideas of mind and society in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth.2
It would be too much to say that the basic conceptions of life were transformed by the influence of
natural science; the vast intellectual shifts were at
first, of course, merely suggested by pioneer scholars,
European and American, and only gradually penetrated the
world of learning.

But due to the agencies

for popular-

izing knowledge, the new ideas had begun, by the opening

l Curti, op,
2

cit., 555.

Harry Barnes, Society in Transition, 42-43

25
!).e W.R. Banks Library
Prairie View A. & M. nn11

26
of the First World War, to make some impression even
on the minds of the plain people. 3
The early beginning in natural science during
latter part of the eighteenth century appeared to
challenge the doctrine of Supernaturalism. 4 Studies
the

1n Geography, Chemistry and Geology, all served to de-

limit its scope.5
However, there emerged in the nineteenth century several developments in science and other areas

ot life that seemed to shake the very foundations of
this vast discipline.
The new astronomy and physics, the study of comparative religions, the popularization of knowledge were
slowly undermining it.

The doctrine of organic evolu-

tion proved to be an even more devastating force.
By marshaling overwhelming evidence against the
reality of fixed species Darwin and his school took the
props from under the supernatural belief that man was
especially oreated by God in His image.

They maintained

that man evolved through natural selection and survival,
3curt1, op, 01t.

4.

4stow Persons,

Evolutionary; Thought in America,
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and that adaptation and variation and struggle governed
the course of development. 6
The doctrine ot organic evolution spread rapidly
among the well-educated members of the well-to-do and
middle classes.

No doubt Darwinism found acoeptance 1n

part at least because it provided a rationale tor a
rapidly changing way of life.

It became increasingly

clear that the doctrine had in fact long been heralded,
that it was a part of a long naturalistic tradition.
Thus men began to account for his own origins in naturalistic terms.7
The newer concept of evolution, adaptation,
function, and survival made itself felt in the disciplines, concerned with social relationships no less
than in psychological and philosophical fields. 8
The influence of the idea of evolution on the
study of history was bound to be quickly felt, for
history dealt with the past, with origins, and with
development.9

Thus biology and ethnology increasingly

6Loren Eiseley, Darwin's Century, 194-195.
7curt1,

op, cit., 553.

~arnes, op, oit., 52-54.
9curt1,

op, cit., 567.
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supplanted theology and history in providing justification for slavery and, later, caste. 10
Various white historians began to emphasize
racial differences in respect to the natives of Africa,
capitalizing on supposedly physical weaknesses and
mental capacities.
In 1911, Meredith Townsend stated that:
None ot the blaok races, whether Negro or Australian have shown within the historic time
the capacity to develop oivilization • • • •
There seems to be no reason for this except
race. It is said that the Negro has been
buried in the most •massive" ot the four continents, and has been, so to speak, lost to
humanity; but he was always on the Nile, the
immediate road to the Mediterranean • • • •
What could a singularly healthy raoe, armed with
a constitution which resists the sun and defies
malaria, wish for better than to be seated on
the Nile • • • ?11
An examination of the works of various Negro

professional historians concerning the Afrioan Background revealed that they rarely mention the physical
characteristics of the natives.

Thus the presentation

of a biological response from Negro professional historians may be premature at this time.
An explanation may lie in the fact that very
few studies have been made of the physical types ot
10 Ib1d., 54; Myrdal, op, cit., 90.

11Edith Townsend, Asia and Europ§, 14. See also
~~~~rd Channing, The Historv of the United states, vr,
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Africa.

The need for suoh studies was waged by Melville
Herskovitts 1n 1945. 12 Carter G. Woodson voices the same
sentiment.

13

However, another explanation centers around the
fact that many of the Negro professional historians
have denied the existence of great racial differences.

14

They have operated on the assumption that all
races are basically the same, that no great differences
may be found. The progress eaoh makes depends upon the
15
environment.
This environmental causation may serve
to explain the concentration of their responses in
other areas. 16
However, the idea of oolor does appear in the
early works of DuBois.
In 1903,

w.

E. B. DuBois, the first profession-

ally trained Negro historians wrote The

Sou1s of Black

l.9lk.

To him the problem of the Twentieth Century was
the problem of the color-line. 17
13 The Negro

in

our

H1storr,

ninth ed., 1947, 3.

14see Chapter IV of this study.
lSsee Chapter IV of this study.
1 6see Chapter IV of this study.
17First edition, preface.
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He appeared to be well aware of the arguments
as he adds:
The silently growing assumption of this age is
that the probation of races 1s past, and that
the background of races of today are of proven
inefficiency and not worth the saving. Such
an assumption is the arrogant of peoples irreverant toward time and ignorant of the deeds
of men. A thousand years ago such an as sumption, easily possible, would have made it difficult for the Teuton to prove his right to
life.18
DuBois received the majority of his formal
training at Harvard University.

He also attended the

University of Berlin in Germany and studied under
Treitschke, Weber and Schmoller. 1 9
He received his training when the new "Scientific Historyn was just beginning to make its imprint
on historical writing.

Yet it is also true that the

latter half of the nineteenth century saw passing as
scientific sociology the racial views of such writers
as Count Gobineau and Houston Chamberlain.

18Ibid., 2 62. He maintains this position 1n
Color and Democracy. It was not until later that he
recognized the importance of the social heritage.
See this discussion in Chapter IV of this study.

19Thorpe, op, cit., S6.
20 Ib1d., .59-60.

CHAPTER IV
THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL CHALLENGE
As the philosophy of Darwin and Spencer had
reigned supreme 1n the heroic age of enterprise, so
pragmatism, which in the two decades after 1900,
rapidly became the dominant American philosophy,
breathed the spirit of the progressive era.

1

Spencer's outlook had been the congenial expression of a period that looked to automatic progress
and laissez faire for its salvation; pragmatism was absorbed into the national culture when men were thinking
of manipulation and control.

Spencerianism had been

the philosophy of inevitability; pragmatism became the
philosophy of poss1b111ty. 2

Spencer had been content

to assume the environment as a fixed norm--a suitable
enough position for one who had no basic grievance
against the existing order.

Pragmatism, entertaining

a more positive view of the activities of the organism,
1Riohard Hofstadter, Social Darwinism in American Thought, 123.
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looked upon the environment as something that could be
man1pu1ated.

It was by way of the pragmatists' theory

of mind in relation to environment that the old outlook
was controverted.
Pragmatism resulted from criticism not on1y of
Spencerian evolutionism but of many other intellectual
tendencies.3
Although profoundly influenced by Darwinism,
the pragmatists soon departed sharply from prevailing
evolutionary thought.

Hitherto evolutionism, because

of its identification with Spencer, had been blown up
into a cosmology.

The pragmatists turned philosophy

from the construction of finished metaphysical systems
to an experimental study of the uses of knowledge.4
The pragmatists• most vital contribution to the
general background of social thought was to encourage
a belief in the effectiveness of ideas and the possibility of novelties--a position necessary to any philosophically consistent theory of social reform.

Spencer

had stood for determinism and the control of the environment by man.5

3

Persons, op, cit., 190-191.

op. cit., 564.
5Hofstadter, op. cit., 125.

4curti,
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To find the beginnings of pragmatism and its
critique of the other evolutionism, one must look beyond James and Dewey to Chaunoey Wright and Charles
Pierce.

It was their experimental criticism that James

broadened into a humanistic philosophy, and it was a
related philosophical outlook that in the hands of Dewey
became both a social. theory and a social. 1nfluenoe. 6
After the turn of the oentury no other intellectual interest excited more general enthusiasm than protest against pol.1t1cal., social and economic ailments
and grievanoes.7
An attack was made on Amer1oan intellectual life.
The enrichment of American intellectual achievements required not less but more democracy.

American scholars,

it was held, must be less neutral than they had traditionally been in the great struggles of the common man
for a larger measure of justice and well being.

If re-

search was employed consciously in the solution of social,
economic, and political problems, if it was explicitly
put to work for the common good, American science and
scholarship would be able to boast more originality and
s1gnif1oance on the intellectual level itself.

Curt1, op, 01t.,

552.
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The obligation of the scholar to the commonwealth was ably argued by educational democrats.

8

Such philosophy came to exercise more and more
influence.

American social and natural science was

increasingly identifying itself with the problems of
11:f'e. 9
The many disciplines, together with history,
sociology, and anthropology, came to be affected more
and more by pragmatic philosophy.

Social ideas came

to be thought of in terms of the function they played
in society.
champions.

The older ideas continued to find their
Nevertheless, a

profound change set in

during the last quarter of the nineteench century, the
larger fruits of which are onJ.y gradually being realized
in our own day. lO
The functional conception of knowledge was expressed also in the field of historical writing.

Carl

Becker and Charles Beard, around the turn of the century
argued in favor of broader interpretations for history.
They felt that emphasis should be brought to bear on

9

Ibid., 593.

10 Ibid.,

567.

3.5
the more economic and intellectual problems of the
da.y. l l

The idea was later championed by Frederick
Jackson Turner in 1920. 12
Historians increased enormously the scope of
their narratives and measurably deepened their understanding of the pa.st by levying upon etJ:mography, anthropology, economics, psychology, and, particularly,
sociology.

The line between the historian and the

sociologist seemed to vanish; in fact, the dominant
group writing American history was spoken of as the
sociological school of history. 13
Of special significance was the work of cul-

tural anthropologist in this area as it provides the
basis for the next discussion by white and Negro professional historians on the African Background.
11John H. Randall, Jr. and George Haines, "Con-

trolling Assumptions in the Practice of American Historians," _Theor and Practice in Historical Stud: A
Re ort of the Committee on Histor1o rap
•
a ter t 1s wor w
e c e as
e r
d Pra
•)
See also Harold Faulkner, American Political and Social
History, .520.
12 Ibid., 4 5.

1 3Michael Kraus, The Writing of American His~ , 175; Carl Becker, "Some Aspects of the Influence
of Social Problems and Ideas Upon the Study and Writing of History," American Journal of Sociology Vol.
XVIII, 641-7.5.
'
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According to the arguments from culture history
(cultural anthropology) as used by many white historians
the Negro is a man without a past or a social heritage.
In the process of examination, the writer of
this paper, observed divided opinions within the group
of anthropologists and sociologists with respect to
African culture at this time. 1 5 It was interesting to
note how white and Negro professional historians chose
the findings of those that supported their particular
theories and beliefs.
14A distinction must be made here between physical anthropology which includes the physical traits
and skin color of man or his racial and biological inheritance (form, color, weight, etc.) and cultural anthropology which includes his social inheritance or
those traits which he inherits from his society (his
social tradition). The past of culture history is
studied 1n ancient artifact, folklore. See Robert H.
Lowie, An Introduction to Cultural Anthropology, 3-5;
;Engyclopedia of the Social Sciences, VI, 73; Funk and
Wagnall's New Standard Dic ionary of the Engl,1sh Language, revised edition, 19 9, 121.

4

1 5Those anthropologists who support the idea
of a high level of culture in Africa are Melville,
Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past; Leo Frobenius,
"Early African Culture as an Indication of Present
Negro Potentialities," The AnnaJ,s of the American
Acade~y of Political and Social Science, Vol. cxxxx,
153-1 5; Franz Boas, The Mind of Primitive Nan. See
discussion by Negro professional historians in this
Chapter. Among those who take the opposing view are
Jerome Dowd, The Negro Races; Newell Puckett, Fo]J{
Beliefs of the Southern Negro; Joseph Tillinghast,
The Negro 1n Africa and America, w. D. Weatherford,
pie Negro from Africa to America; Robert E. Park;
The Conflict and Fusion of Cultures with Special
References to Negro, 11 J, N, H., Vol. 4 sq., 111-133.

14
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The arguments of various white professional
historians taken from cul.tural. anthropology support
the theory that Africa 1s without a cultural past.
It 1s interesting to note that many of these historians refer to West Africa when speaking of the native
home land of Afrioan Negroes.
Albert B. Hart, 1n speaking of the areas of
Africa 1n which slaves were derived stated;
• • • several African races were represented:
the intensely black Guinea Negro of the west
Coast, the browner people of the North, and
captives from the fierce natives of the interior, brought down to the coast 1n the
fearful caravans.
In reference to his cultural heritage he says,
"whatever his variety of original race, climate and
conditions little disturb the race fixity of the Negro. 11
He continues:
The African in America has many attractive
traits: He loves a song, can sing a song,
makes a tolerable soldier, shows faithful.
affection for his white leaders, works in
the sun, and 1s exasperatingly cheerful
under the worst conditions.16
Similar utterances have been made subsequently

16Albert B. Hart, National Ideas H1stor1oallv
Traced 1667-1907 (Volume XXVI of The American Nation,
ed. by A. B. Hart), 50.
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by other professors of history and the social
sciences. 1 7
Edward Reuter stated in 1927 and again in 1938
in, The Amerioan Race Problem, that;

As far as the American Negroes are concerned
they have no African culture heritage, and
scarcely a fragment of that heritage has found
lodgement in the American culture. Their control of the natural environment was at best
partial and ineffective. Their industries
and commerce were primitive.18
It must not be understood to mean that all
white historians and social scientists have taken the
position of the old tradition of African history.
Various ones have supported the thesis that Africa does
have a cultural past. 1 9
The bulk of the intellectual responses to the
African question by Negro professional historians appear
1 7see William A Dunning, Reconstruct1on, Political and Economic 1865-1877 (Volume XXII
of The American Nation, ed. by A. B. Hart), 213; Ulrich B. Phillips,
American Negro Slavery, A Survey of the Supply, Employment and Control of Negro Labor as Determ1ned by the
Plantation Regime, 6, 8; Edward Channing, A History of
the United States, VI, 152.

18pg. 123; See also Willis D. Weatherford,~
Negro From Africa to America, 22-L~2; The Rising Tide
of Color.
1 9see Margaret J. Butcher, The Negro in American Culture, 2-3; Ina c. Brown, The Story of the American Negro, 14; Saunder Redding, Thev Came in Chains, 3;
Frank Tannebaum, Slaye and Citizen.To; Edwin Embree,
Brown Americans, 5; Ray Baker, Following the Color
~ . 292.
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to fall in the area of culture history or cultural
anthropology.

Several explanations may be offered in

this direction.
Negro historians,

The first professionally trained

w.

E. B. DuBois and Carter G. Wood-

son, pioneers in this area, wrote when this discipline
was receiving wide acclaim. 20
Concomitant with the new colonialism of the late
nineteenth century was a swelling tide of nationalism
and humanitarianism, which affected people in all quarters of the globe. 21 Everywhere racial and cultural
groups became intensely interested in their pasts.
Many sought a folk genuts of some kind which would explain their achievements or promises of achievement
and serve as a stimulus to group pride.

Well does the

twentieth century know how in some quarters, this absorbing interest was perverted into master race theo22
ries.
This movement was accelerated after World War
20DuBo1s received the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy from Harvard University in 1896. Carter G.
Woodson received the same in 1912 also from Harvard.
See DuBois' statement regarding the value of the work
of anthropologists 1n the field of African culture in
Black Folk Then and Now, 92.
21Thorpe, op. cit., 5.
in first part of this Chapter.

See discussion on this

22Mention should be made here of Von Ranke and
other German scholars and the German Nationalism. See
Peter Geyl, Debates With Historians, 1-18.
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One with the immigration problem. 23

Thus we see a

cascade of writings by both Negro and white histori24
ans that extend into the thirties and forties.
These scholars became aware of the work of
archaeologists, anthropologists, and artists 1n their
discovery and re-evaluation of the pottery, vases,
metal arts, and other artifacts of primitive African
peoples.

While a student Carter G. Woodson sensed

that there was enough information for a strong refutation of the claims of racial superiority. 2 5
However, it was not until much later that DuBois realized the importance of the social heritage of
the African natives. 26

During the earlier days of his

career the physical bond and the badge of color
2 3Faulkner,

o~,

5; Curti, op. cit., 5 8.

oit., 717; Thorpe,

op,

cit.,

2 4Myrdal,

op, cit., 750; Weyl, op, cit, 138;
Davis, op, cit., 32.
2 .5woodson, "Ten Years of Collecting and
Publishing the Records of the Negro," J, N, H., X,
1925, 600. See discussion on anthropology in the
earlier part of this Chapter; DuBois, B1ack Folk
Then and Now, p. 92 for reference to value of new
cultural anthropology.

26

see Dusk of Dawn, 1940, 116-117 and Black
Folk Then and Now, 1939, 92-125.
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represented to him, more aptly, the African heritage
of the Negro.27 "That the Negro people as a race have
a contribution to make to civilization and humanity
which no other race can make." was his earlier belief. 28
This change in convictions by DuBois illustrates in a special way how a scholar may hold several
different convictions during the course of his life
time, each representing, we may say, the intellectual
epoch 1n which he writes and the experiences he encounters.

A historian is, truly, the product of his
own times. 29
Of no less importance we may say, was the influence of pragmatism, the functionalization of knowledge, the emerging of social history and the general
theme of environmentalism--all of which were prominent

at this time. 30
From the very beginning, it may be noted that
27Ibid.; See Black Folk Then and Now for
statement on value of new anthropology.
28Th1s statement was made by DuBois in a
pamphlet called "The Conservation of the Racesn published in 1897 and was citea again in Dusk of Prom
1940.
'
29For further discussion on this point see
Carl Becker, Everyman His Own Historian, 133-183.
30see discussion in first part of this Chapter.
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Negro professional historians have denied the existence
of innate differences of the races as proclaimed by
white historians. 31 They have sought to explain the
differences in terms of environment.

They have main-

tained that "the Negro is hu.man--responding very much
as others do to the same stimuli, advancing when free
to go forward and lagging behind when hindered by obstacles not encountered by others. 11 3 2 They further
maintained that the status of the Negro in America is
due to the psychological frame of reference which he
has been fitted by American thought.

Another factor

they claim was the environmental pressures of the
American caste system.

All of these account for what

ever fundamental differences that might appear between
3lMyrdal, op, cit., 96; Carter G. Woodson, The
Negro in Our History, 1st ed., 2; DuBois, Black Folk
Then and Now, l; DuBois later proclaimed the same point
in Color and Democracy after World War II, p. 18·
Woodson, The Negro in Our History, ninth ed., 1947, 4.

32carter G. Woodson, The African Backgrot.yld

Outlined, v; w. E. B. DuBois, Black Reconstruction,
To the reader, these expressions were made by many
other Negro professional historians; DuBois, Black
Folk Then and Now, l; Woodson, The Negro 1n Our
History, n1nth.ed., 1947, 4; Wesley, loo, cit.;
Merl Eppse, The Negro. Too, 1n American History,
1.5.
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the raoes. 33

In support of these theories they main-

tain that the Negro in Africa built huge c1v111zat1ons,
the knowledge of which has been neglected by white
historians when writing about the Negro.

Then the in-

clusion of the deeds of the Negro in his homeland would
help to dispel the inferiority notions held by the
American white and at the same time boost the Negro to
greater achievements.

Last, if not least, the cause

of historical truth would be served in setting the
record straight.

This task belonged to the historian.34

This represents the pragmatic philosophy already discussed and the insistence of scholars at this time,
that educational research be directed toward the common
good. 35

These ideas were seen in the majority of the

writings by Negro professional historians.
33wesley,"The Concept of Negro Inferiority 1n
American Thought, J, N, H., XXV, 1940, 560; See also
"The Reconstruction of History," J. N, H., XX, 412420; Woodson, Mis-Education of the Negro, 111;
Wesley, "Reconstruction • • • , n N, H. B, XXIV, 8189.
34nuBo1s, Dark Water, 56; Wesley, "The Resurgence 1n Africa's Historical Tradition and the
American Reaction," N. H.B., XXIV, 81-89; Woodson,
The Negro 1n Our History; Richard Bardolph, The Negro
Vanguard; DuBois, The World and Africa; Logan, ''The
American Negro's View of America,n Presence Afr1ca1ne.
The bibliographic information on these sources may be
found in discussion of these historians.
3.5see discussion on this point in the first
part of this Chapter.
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An expression by Charles Wesley, on the need

for the reconstruction of history illustrates very vividly these ideas:
History should be reconstructed so that Africa
the homeland of the darker races shall have
its proper place. Africa was once known as a
continent without a history or a civilization.
Its study was left to anthropology and ethnology. Traditions concerning this land developed
and were kept alive by travelers and missionaries.
We know now that there were kingdoms 1n Africa,
as brilliant as those of the Goths, Angles,
Huns, Vandals and other European tribes of the
North prior to their taking over the civilization of Greece and Rome. Africa had no opportunity of profiting by such contacts, but
without them, there was an indigenous civilization in Europe. There were organized governments, laws, roads, buildings, artistic manifestations which challgnge the admiration of
students of our time.J
On the failure of scholars to record these
fac t s he says:
This neglect has been due both to a conscious
and an unconscious racial bias, and with the
facts which are coming to light concerning
African history, the tradition of its past
must be changed. Africa then must take its
place 1n history. It will be found that America
has not only a European background but also an
African background, which should receive attention because a large part of its population has
a direct connection with the African Continent.37
Conce:rning the proper field and concern of
history, he says:
36wesley, op, cit., 426.

37lllg.., 420.
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History is not the story of men and women of
one race or color and the neglect and omission
of the men and women of another race or color.
It should deal with people in all times and
places and should present the contribution of
all the people to civilization. When a part
of the people has been neglected or given subordinate places, history in order to be truthful must be reconstructed.38
He thus lays down several axioms 1n this connection:
"l.

History should be reconstructed so that
Negroes shall be known on a higher level
than that of jokes and minstrels.

"2.

History should be reconstructed so that
Negroes shall appear not only as the recipients of liberty but as the winners
of it, not only for themselves but also
for others.

"3.

History
Negroes
and not
part of

should be reconstructed so that
shall be regarded as Americans
simply as slaves or as an alien
the population. .39
11

He concludes:
In the completed plan, one may envision the
America in which all races shall join hands
in the making of the New America. That is the
completed plan. The first step 1s to cause
these Americans to be proud of themselves, so
that • • • Negroes may lift their eyes and
shoulders and feel that they too are Americans. Ours is then, the first step, to write,
to publish, to read and to believe in ourselves
and our capacities. To this first task, may we
devote ourselves. Confident of success, for
pride inself has been the touchstone of destiny
for nations and races in all the past.

38 Ib1d. , 421.

39Ib1d., 423-426.

History's reconstruction will make the way
clearer for the advancement of the Negro in
American life; and to be certain this task
is largely that of the Negro hlmself.40
An examination of the responses by Negro professional historians from the field of cultural anthropology reveals several factors that appear to be
of significance to this study.

The literary efforts

of Negro professional historians on the African Background prior to the Second World War was limited
almost exclusively to those of two scholars:
DuBois and Carter G. Woodson.

w.

E. B.

The writings before and

after the War by Negro professional historians in the
same area have several distinguishable elements.
~Oib1g., 427. From these excerpts and discussions, one may envision the intellectual climate
that fostered the interpretations and treatments of
the African Background by Negro professional historians. These factors may help to explain the mass concentration of their literary efforts on the African
Background in the field of culture history. In essence, the field of cultural anthropology provided
the evidence needed to support their particular
thesis. Other factors will be discussed along with the
works of these historians in the development of this
paper.
In order to avoid repetition and elaborate
quotations, the writer will seek to combine, where
ever possible, the works of these historians, that
tend to represent the same idea or thought. Thus
many will be discussed in the footnotes of this study.
However, it will be necessary, at some points, to
quote directly 1n that the idea or thought may be
clearly conveyed.
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Thus an effort will be made to group these
scholars with references to these factors.
The major works by Negro professional historians on the African Background that appeared just prior
to World War I and after reveal the following elements
and factors:
1.

The discussions were limited almost ex-

clusively to Africa north of The Sahara.
Carter G. Woodson, the second Negro to receive
the doctorate degree in history from Harvard University,
deals almost exclusively with North Africa in all his
works. 41
In referring to the cu1ture of ancient Africa
he stated:
The highest of the civilizations existed in the
Nile region of Egypt and Ethiopia. History
seems to indicate that the country was first
settled by a Negro tribe that mingled later
with the Mediterranean people coming from the
North.42

41 Carter

G. Woodson received the doctorate in
1912. He studied under Edward Channing at Harvard.
It may be noted here that various white historians
state that West and Southern Africa was the home of
African natives in their earlier writings. See preceding Chapter of this work.
42 The Negro 1n Our History, 1st ed., 1922, 6,
2nd ed., 1931; See also African Myths, 7.
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The works of

w.

E. B. DuBois follow the same pattern
in this respect. 43
These two historians did most of the writing
in this area until around the Second World War.

To

be sure, Carter G. Woodson is accredited with carrying the work on. ~

His opinions and theories are

found 1n the works of many of the Negro professional
historians. 45
2.

Only the positive or favorable aspects of

African life were discussed while negative ones were
minimized or omitted.
illuminated.

Positive aspects were often

Very little 1n detail is given.

As revealed by the following statements of

w.

E. B. DuBois, there was a tendency to magnify the historical events of African history and to portray its
inhabitants as great heroes of a past age.
In Dark Water he writes:
• • • there are those who would write world
history and leave out of account this most
marvelous of continents.

4Jsee

1903; 1931.

this study.

the Souls of Black Folk, two editions,
See works discussed 1n Chapter III of

4~horpe, op,
24 of this Chapter.

cit., 6.

See footnotes 23 and

45see discussion on theories of Woodson in the
sections following and also those of other Negro professional historians.

Always Africa is giving us something new or
some metempsychosis of a world-old thing. On
its black bosom arose one of the earliest if
not the earliest of self-protecting civilizations which grew so mightily that it still
furnishes superlatives to thinking and speaking men. Out of its darker and more remote
forest fastnesses came if we may credit many
recent scientists, the first welding of iron
and we know that agriculture and trade flsgrished there when Europe was a wilderness.
In African Myths by Woodson appears this
statement:
Folk tales, as a rul.e, deal with the terrible
and formidable telling of animal ancestors,
dwarfs and monsters; but 1n African stories
one often discover tender and gracious touches.
Some of these legends have a fine sense of
humor. Many of them present a point of view
and emphasize a moral. Taken as a whole, they
show the wisdom, and philosophy of the people.
In this way primitive man undertook to account
for the natural, moral, and spiritual world in
which he moved.
Again, 1n African Heroes, he pointed out that
these leaders of a despised people measure up to the
full stature of the heroic in the histories of other
nations.47
Consider, for example, The African Background
Outlined by Dr. Woodson in 1936.

He speaks of the

African's love for justice and his industrial nature.

46 DuBois, op, cit., ix.
4 7woodson,

op, cit., Preface.

.50
In spite of all difficulties, the annals of the race
read like beautiful romances of a people in an heroic
age~8

3.

Broad generalizations are made which are

not supported.
Consider statements by Woodson 1n

The African

Background out11ned:
The Negro has never resorted to force, except
in self defense or self-preservation from
evils which their uprisings were intended to
correct. He doesn't throw bombs. He doesn't
start raoe riots, eto. In freedom he has
lived up the ideal of being a law-abiding
citizen.49
The above statements were made to illustrate
the point that African culture has been transferred
to America by Negroes and oan be seen in American
society.

On this point he also says, "certain aspects

of the African social order may still be observed here
1n the form of secret societies and the industry of
the Negro--he is a born worker,n.50 and "the oratory
of the Negro and religion are somewhat Atrioan in
nature.n5l
48.ll?.1,g., 179.

49Ib1d., 196.
501b1d .. , 177.
5l;tbl,d. , 172, 174.
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4.

Their works were designed primarily to

improve race relations and inspire the Negro to greater
achievement.
It was their belief that the status of the
Negro in the United States was due primarily to race
prejudice.

Misrepresentation of African life by

travelers and missionaries, omission by white historians created the false notion that the Negro was an inferior being.

Beginning with stereotype ideas of an

inferior nature resulted in an inferior status.

Both

Negro and white Americans were thus unaware of the part
that Negroes had played in building civilization.

The

proper solution was the re-education of both races to
this role.

That is, if white Americans knew of the

achievements of Negroes, their estimation of the latter
would improve.

Negroes, likewise would receive inspi-

ration from the knowledge of having a past and would,
thus, be stimulated to achieve.

The reconstruction of

history to include the achievements of Negroes in Africa
would ultimately, improve race relations.

However, they

felt that at the same time, the cause of African historical truth could be served.
In the words of Arthur Schomburg:
The American Negro must remake his past in order
to make his future. Though it is orthodox to
think of America as the one country where it 1s
unnecessary to have a past, what 1s a luxury
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for the nation as a whole becomes a prime ,
social necessity for the Negro. For him a
group of traditions must supply compensation
for persecution, and pride of race--tpe antidote for prejudice. History must restore
what slavery took away, for it 1s the social
damage of slavery that the present generation
must repair and offset.
He adds that:
• • • even if for the ultimate purpose of
group justification, history has beome less
a matter of argument and more a matter of
record. There is the definite desire and
determination to have a history, well documented, widely known at least within race
circles and administered as a stimulating
and inspiri~ tradition for the coming
generation.52
A resurgence in Africa's historical tradition
has arisen and new viewpoints are being revived.
ones are being changed or retained.53

Old

Nationalist

movements in Africa, widespread interest in non-European art and sculpture constitute only a few of the
factors that have given rise to a reconsideration of
52Arthur Schomburg, The Negro Digs Up His
Past, 231; DuBois, Dusk of Dawn, 283; Wesley,"Reconstruction of History," J. N, H., XX, Oct. 1935, 411427; Wesley, "The Concept of Negro Inf erior1 ty 1n
American Thought, n J, N, li•, XXV, 559; DuBois; ~ k
Folk Then and Now, viii; Merl Eppse, An Elementary
History of America: Including the contributions of
the Negro Raoe, Preface.
53wesley, "Resurgence • • • , 11 N. H. B.,
XXIV, 75; C. A. Chick, "The West's Changing Attitude
Toward Africa, J, N. H., XXIX, 1960, 191-197; Henry
Commanger, The American Mind, 178.
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the African tradition . .54

No less in importance was the

global aspects of the war and acceptance of the National
States of Africa in the United Nations.55 An abundance
of material has been produced by cultural anthropologists.56

The effeots of these elements were felt

during World War II, and matured immediately following
the same.

The Negro protest was strengthened.

There

resulted a cascade of writings by both Negro and white
professional historians on the African question.57
These factors may help explain the positions by both
white and Negro historians on the African question.
Many of the white historians still cling to the old
tradition of African history.58
.54weyl, op, 01t., 138; Wesley, op, cit.; Rayford Logan, "The American Negro's View of Africa, 11
Africa Seen by American Negro, 220; John H. Franklin,
"New Perspectives in American Negro History," Social
Education, XIV, 1950, 196.
55w. E. B. DuBois, The World and Africa. 4.
S6Those which have proved beneficial to the
Negro professional historians are: Boas, Race, Language and Culture, 22; Herskovits, The Myth of the
Negro Past.
57Myrdal, op, cit., 750.
58see the discussion of the African Background
by Arnold Toynbee in Chapter I of this study. The
works discussed were written 1n 1947 and 1961. The
latter one supports the theory that civilization existed in the North in ancient times; but that South
and West are just emerging from barbarism. Toynbee,
op, cit.

54
A typical expression of the white historians
who still cling to the old African tradition is that
of James Truslow Adams in 1945.59
In reference to the conditions in Africa during
American colonial days he says:
The condition of the portion of that continent
from which he [the Negro] came was one not of
savagery but of chronic warfare, quite irrespective of the activities of the slave traders.
A Negro in his native land was liable at any
moment to be attacked, captured, enslaved by
other blacks, torn from his family, or killed
and in some cases eaten • • • • 60
On the other hand, various white historians have
beg un to express belief in the theory that Africa has a
history.61

Some historians and other social scientists

who formerly supported the theory that Africa was without a history has experienced a change in convictiona. 62
The major works by Negro professional historians on the African Background that appeared after World
59America•s Tragedy, 72.
60Ibid.

can

6lsee Margaret J. Butcher, The Negro in AmeriCulture, 45; Edwin Embree, Brown Americans, 5.
6 2The reader may, for instance, compare the

tone 1n Professor E. B. Reuter•s first book, The Mulatto in the United States, 1918, and particularly
its last chapter, with the liberal and nearly warm
treatment of the Negro people in his last book,~
American Race Problem (1938; first edition, 1927).
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War II and after reveal the following elements and
factors:
l.

The discussion concerning the African Back-

ground of the Negro include not only Northern Africa
but those countries that lie West and South of the
Sahara.

This is vividly seen in the revised edition
of The Negro in Our History by Carter G. Woodson. 63
E. Franklin Frazier, indicates the source of
the slave market in a discussion of the African Back-

ground.

Quoting Brazilian scholars, he said that:
The largest number of those imported • • •
were from Angola, the Congo and Guinea.
When more active communication began, the
leading sources of supply was Guinea and
the Western Sudan. There began a remarkable
influx of Yorubas, Minas from the Gold Coast. 64
2.

The discussions of the African Background

have been broadened to include more aspects of African
life:

31947, See also: Woodson, The Story of t~e
Negro Retold, 245; DuBois, ,:he World and Africa, 4;

Wesley, "Resurgence • • • , 11 N, H, B., XXIV, 82; Merl
Eppse, The Negro too, in American History, 17; J.
Saunders Redding, They Came 1n Chains, 13; William L.
Hansberry, "Indegenous African Religions," Africa
Seen by American Negroes, 82-100; John H. Franklin,
From Slavery to Freedom, Chapter II; E. Franklin
Frazier, The Negro in the United States, 4; DuBois,
Black Folk Then and Now, 125; Woodson, The African
Background Outli~d; Hansberry, "African Studies,"
PhYlon, 1944, 62- 4.

64E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro in the United

States, 4.
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There is a tendency to do more than mention
the greatness of the people.

Many go into elaborate

detail describing various aspects of the culture.
The ninth edition of

The

Negro

in our Historr

by Carter G. Woodson devotes three chapters to the
African Background with discussions on government, religion, morals, customs, occupations and the fine arts-African institutions. 6 5
John Hope Franklin does the same thing 1n his
work. 66

He too discusses the economic, social and

religious life of the African natives together with
the fine arts. 67
In this respect, William Leo Hansberry, another
Harvard University graduate in the field of history,
has compiled a bibliography of African history.

Includ-

ing the works of scholars from various countries, it
lists many authorities, travelers, historians, geographers, and other sources which are essential for the
study of Africa.68

III;

66From Slavery to Freedom, ChaptemI, II and
See also Frazier, op, cit.
67Ib1d., Chapters I, II and III.

6811 African Studies," Phylon, 62-65. See also
his "Indigenous African Religions," Africa Seen by
American Negroes, 84-100.

57
It might be noted that these discussions appear
to be amply documented.

Sources are taken from the

various social scientists.69

3.

Although various Negro professional his-

torians still use the African Background to improve
race relations, others appear less concerned with cause
serving of a racial nature.
The prevalence of the racial issue in these
writings may be seen in The Negro Vanguard by Richard
Bardolph.

In stating the purpose of his book he said:

The time has come to lodge the Negro movers
and shakers of American social heritage more
firmly in the record, and to assemble, while
they may still be discovered the scattered
and elusive facts about their social origins. 70
This idea appears more in the works of the
pioneer scholars like Woodson and DuBois than it does
1n the works of the contemporary historians.

The bit-

terness that characterized many of the early works still
prevails in the former ones.
DuBois wrote in The World and Africa in 1947;
. • • there has been consistent effort to
rationalize Negro slavery by omitting Africa
from World History, so that today it is almost

69see

discussion on William Hansberry above.
See also The Negro in Our History, ninth ed., last
chapter on fine arts; Franklin, op. cit.

SB
universally assumed that history can be truly
written without reference to Negroid's peoples.
I believe this to be scientifically unsound and
also dangerous for logical social conclusions.
Therefore I am seeking in this book to remind
readers in this crisis of civilization, of how
typical a part Africa has played in human history, past and present • • • • 71
In apology, he adds;
In fine I have done 1n this book the sort of
thing at which every scholar shudders. With
meager preparation and all too general background of learning, I have essayed a task,
which, . to be adequate and complete should be
based upon the research of a lifetime! But
I am faced with the dilemma, that either I do
this now or leave it for others who have not
had the tragedy of life which I have, forcing
me to face a task for which they may have small
stomach and little encouragement from the world
round about.72
The need to beat the drum is echoed again by
Carter G. Woodson in The Negro 1n

Our

History in 1947,

stating that the purpose of the book was to"· ••
emphasize what [the

Negro] has contributed to civili-

zation. "73
Charles Wesley, a follower of Woodson, urged
the reconstruction of history to include the achievements of the Negro in the past, in 1935, 1940 and
7lv11.

72DuBois, xii.
73Preface; see also Story ot The Negro Retold:
DuBois, Dusk of Dawn, 2; DuBois, Color and Democracy,
Preface.

59
and again in 1961. 74

The plea for a liberal treatment

of the colored people of the world appears in a work
by Rayford Logan.

Entitled, The Negro

and the Post-

war World, it is highly reminiscent of DuBois' Color
and Demooracy.7S
Whereas these Negro professional historians
have seen the need to carry the racial banner, others
of this group appear to be less obsessed with this
matter.

They appear more objective and dispassionate.
William Leo Hansberry, an African scholar, has

for years carried on extensive research in America and
abroad in the field of African culture. 76 Considered
a specialist in this area, his publications are small
in number.77

However the writer was able to examine

74These dates correspond with the publications
given: "The Reoonstruot1on of History," J, N. H., XX
420-427; "The Concept of the Inf'erior1 ty of the Negro
in American Life,a J, N, H., XXV, 540-560; See Thorpe,
op, oit., 160; "Resurgence 1n Africa's Historical
Tradition and the American Reactions."
7 5s ee also Rayford Logan, "The American
Negro's View of Africa," Africa Seen by American
Negroes, 217-227. Merl .E ppse, The Negro too in
American History~ Preface.
76

Thorpe,

77Ib1d.

op.

cit., 145.
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two of his articles.7 8

They appear to be void of the

racial message that seemly characterize much of the
work by Negro professional historians 1n the field of
Afrioan history and culture.

After years of careful

research, he 1s preparing a history of Africa.79
It may be noted that several of the more recent
Negro professional historians have criticized the early
group for their subjectivity 1n the area of African
history. 80 Lawrence Reddick, a graduate of Chicago
University, called for n a new interpretation for Negro
history" in 1937. 81 Stating that remarkable improvement had been made in method and scholarship since
Woodson, but it was not the case in the areas of interpretation and philosopey. 82

78 These articles were: "African Studies,"
Phylon. 62-64; "Indigenous African Religions," Africa
Seen bv American Negroes, 82-100.
79Thorpe, op, cit., 145; Letter of William
Hansberry to Arthur J. Milligan, March 26, 1961.
80Jolm H. Franklin, "New Perspectives in
American Negro History," Social Education XIV 1950,
196-200.
_,
'
8lnA New Interpretation for Negro History,"
J, N, H., 1937, 21. See also pp. 17-28.
82 Ibid.

CHAPTER V
THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CHALLENGE
The science of psychology is very young 1n comparison with the older sciences of physics and chemistry
and doubt has been expressed as to whether it 1s yet
mature enough to afford safe practical applications.
However, the trend of developments since World War I I
has

produced a general increase in individual and

group behavior.

Thus the psychological challenge is

discussed to indicate these trends and the effect
they may have on future developments.l
The evolutionary theories of Darwin and Spencer
that became so popular during the latter part of the
nineteenth century tremendously affected the field of
psychology. 2 Prior to this time minds were all presumably patterned after a universal type; mind was
specially created to set human kind off from the other
1A. T. Poffenberger, Applied Psychology, 4, 5;
See Floyd H. Allport, Social Psychology, 8.

IV.

2curt1, op. cit.,

556; See Chapters III and
61
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creatures; it existed separately from the body,
"parallel" to corresponding bodily activities but
made of different stuff; and it was in the main considered from a static rather than an evolutionary
standpo1nt. 3
In both the Origin of Species and the Descent
of Man Darwin himself had provided striking evidence
for viewing the behavior of mind of the animal as the
product of long growth.

He pointed to considerations

suggesting that the esthet1c and moral no less than
the intellectual capacities have in man a natural not
a miraculous history; that they are subject to variation and natural selection in much the same way as
man's bodily structure, to which, indeed, these mental
phenomena are closely related. 4
Under the general Darwinian influence the pioneers of the new psychological orientation in the
United States viewed the mind as part of nature, to
be studied and understood in relation to other phenomena and to their own evolutionary past just as the
stars, atoms, tissues, and cells were studied and
understood.

These students of the mind showed that,

3William MoDouglass, The Group Mind, 7.
4curt1,

op.

cit., 557.

as in other areas, so in the mental, the same cause
produces the same effect.

They turned their atten-

tion to the problem of the genesis of the developed
human mind--the problem of its evolution 1n the race
and its development in the individual. 5
Some writers assumed the reality of what is
called the "collective consciousness" of a society,
meaning thereby a unitary consciousness of a society
over and above that of the individuals comprised. 6
The effects of these developments were felt
in the field of history.

The"collective psychological"

approach became a new interpretation for the historians.

Advanced by Karl Lamprecht, it was based upon

the theory that the historian can understand the historical development of any age only in the light of
its collective psychology, and the burden rests upon
him to uncover the factors "which create and shape the
collective view of life and determine the nature of
the group struggle for existence and improvement."7
Thus group spirit and group unity became common
expressions of the social scientists when characterizing nations of peoples •

.5Ib1d., 558.
6Poffenberger, op.

cit., Preface.

7Kraus, op, cit., 174-17.5.
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The psychological challenge thus has two
aspects:

(l) group unity and individual ability.
Various white historians when referring to the

mental inferiority of the Negro pointed out that 1n
Africa there was no bond of unity among the natives,
nor any concerted drive for national unity.

Differ-

ent languages prevailed and tribes fought one another.
They maintained that whereas the Negro has always
been strategically located on the Nile in Egypt he
had not exercised any real constructive power.

His

only quickening has been when he has had contact with
other races. 8
Others say that the Negro is incapable of intellectual achievement.9
As previously explained in a preceding chapter,
many Negro professional historians have rejected the
theory of innate differences.

They maintain that what

ever differences occur are due to environmental pressures and geographical conditions. 10
In answering these charges, Carter G. Woodson
states that:
187.

8Townsend, op, cit., 14; McDougall, op, cit.,
9Brown, op, cit., 12.
10see Chapter on Biological Arguments.
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In psychology there are no such myths as inferiority and superiority of races. Because
of lack of opportunity 1n an unhealthy environment, some races may not have accomplished
as much as others more favorably circumstanced;
but wherever the climatic conditions and the
opportunity for development have been similar
they have tended to parallel the others.11
However, DuBois sought to answer these charges
in

b

Souls of Black Folk as early as 1903. The

purpose of the book was to outline "the spiritual world
in which ten thousands Americans live and strive, and
to study the struggles of the massed millions of the
black peasantry.n 12
Concentrating on Africa, North of the Sahara,
he says:
The shadow of a mighty Negro past flits through
the tale of Ethiopia the Shadowy and of Egypt
the Sphinx. Throughout history, the powers of
single black men flash here and there like
falling stars, and die sometimes before the
world has rightly guaged their brightness.
The Negro's double strivings has often made
his very strength to lose effectiveness, to
seem like absence of power, like weakness-to be an American and still retain his older
self .13
He adds:
After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and
Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is
a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and
11Woodson,

op.

cit., l.

12DuBois, Souls of Black

13Ibid., 4.

Folk, Preface.
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gifted with second-sight in this American world-a world which yields him no true self consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the
revelation of the other world.
The history of the American Negro is the history
of this strife--this longing to attain selfconsciousness manhood, to merge his . double self
into a better and truer self. This, then, is
the end of his striving: to be a core worker
in the kingdom of culture, to escape both
death and isolation, to husband and use his
best powers and his latent genuis. The powers
of body and mind have in the past been strangely
wastely, dispersed, or forgotten.14
In an attempt to answer the charges that the
Negro is unable to achieve, Richard Bardolph wrote~
Negro Vanguard in which he discusses the Negroes of
African descent who have achieved. 1 5
With the emergence of national states in Africa
and admittance in the United Nations, interest in
psychology of the group has greatly increased.
DuBois, in 1953, reissued The Souls
Folk.

of Black

Referring to the rise of nationalism of move-

ments in Africa he stated, "Between the World Wars,
the voice of the people became a great wind blowing
across the lands.nl6
It is interesting to note that

w.

E. B. DuBois,

appears to be the only one of the Negro professional
14Ibid.
1 5.Bardolph, op,
16Du.Bo1s, op,

cit., 4.

cit.,

Preface.
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historians who has offered a response to each of the
challenges presented.

CHAPTER VI
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The writer sought, in this study, to determine
how Negro professional historians have responded to the
challenges presented in American historical writings
about the Atrican background.
The problem arises out of the continuing conflict between Negro and white professional historians
on the question of inferiority.

Challenges are presented

by white professional historians and responses are given
by Negro professional historians.

These challenges, con-

comitant with American historical writing and extending
to the present day, have shifted from one intellectual
discipline to another.

The challenges were th~ologioal,

biological, anthropolog1oal, and psychological.

White

professional historians, adhering very strongly to the
idea of innate differences of the races, sought to prove
that the African background of the Amer1oan Negro was
inferior to that of the other races.

That according to

theology, biology, anthropology and psychology, the African Negro is inherently inferior and thus incapable of
assimilation into western society.
68

It was found that Negro professional historians
have attempted to answer each challenge.

Regardless of

the nature of the argument, or the adequacy of their
preparation they arose to refute the charges of inferiority.

Their responses were often tardy 1n appearance

or inadequate in some areas.
The bulk of their responses centered 1n cultural
anthropology.

Refuting the theory of inherent inferiority,

they sought to explain the existing differences 1n terms
of environmental factors.

They maintained that the cul-

ture of Negro Africa was superior or equal to that of
any raoe.

The lmowledge of which would improve raoe re-

lations and inspire the Negro 1n America to greater
achievement.

The intense anxiety and fervent zeal t~t

accompanied their research often lead to overemphasis,
distortion and broad generalizations.

However, this sub-

jectivity has become less prominent 1n the wake of Africa's
improved status 1n world Affairs and the availability of
scientific studies.
Therefore, the writer concludes, after careful
examination, that the role of the African background in
the writings of Negro professional historians from 1903
to the present has primarily been that of social utility.
Various Negro professional historians have used
the data relating to Africa to combat anti-Negro
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propaganda, to improve Negro-wh1 te relationships and to
inspire oth~r members of the race to greater achievement.
In doing so, they have selected and arranged the data in
such way as to emphasize the more positive aspects of
African life.

This treatment and perspective has led to

a distorted and unrealisticview of life as it actually
is.
Intense preoccupation with the racial issue has
prevented the subordination of personal motivations 1n
the sake of a broader perspective.
This inability to emancipate their personal motivations from the data when writing about the Afrioan
background shows evidence of not using the critical tools
of historical sch9larship and writing in an emotionally
charged situation.
However, the writer also feels that there is a
growing tendency among contemporary Negro historians to
direct and advance their research regarding African history and culture according to the canons of scholarship
and scientific investigation as Africa gains status 1n
scholarship and 1n world position.
Thus we have seen the development of the various
challenges and responses in the evolution of the role of
the African background in the writings of professional
Negro historians.

The oontinuing necessity for charge
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and counter charge in an arena where proof is supposed
to be definitive and conclusive makes it clear that at
the heart of the highest intellectual life known to our
culture there is a hard core orthodoxy committed to the
innate inferiority of the Negro.

Negro professional

historians have been forced to answer these attacks as
best they could because they have rightly perceived
that their ultimate intent is to deny that the Negro has
the capacity for the full cultural integration into the
life of the west.

He has rightly understood that if the

argument is allowed to shift ground to more and more
recondite approaches, the Negro stands to be forever
condemned to the status of a stranger 1n the world community, condemned forever to wander in the outer darkness half brute, half man.

Such a being can be denied

anything that the smug egoist at the heart of the culture
deem necessary.

He also knows that he w111 be granted

only that that the twilight zone of his existence seems
to make prudent.
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